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a State dinner at the palace that night. Having changed hurriedly to afternoon dress, I was leaving my room when I said to Susan, my maid: "It smells as though something is scorching." She said she did not think it was anything but very hot pipes. I thought no more of it, but when I returned two hours later I found the wall black from flames which had burst through the register just after I left, greatly alarming Susan and causing much excitement.
It seemed this palace had not been occupied during the War, and the flues had become overheated and set the wall afire. All of our clothing smelt of smoke, but nothing was injured and so we got ready for the dinner, which proved to be a grand affair.
The outstanding event was a gala performance the next night at the famous Scala Theatre. Though the best talent of Europe had been summoned, we knew nothing of it until a short while before curtain time. When the news came my husband spread dismay among the Italians by saying as it was Sunday night he regretted he could not attend a theatre; that he never did that in his own country on Sunday, and he could not do differently somewhere else. We were both so sorry it should have happened. The newspaper men all gathered around and asked the President what they should write in their home dispatches. He said: "Just write the truth. There is nothing else to do." Just then our dreary Duke de Lante appeared to ask if the President would come to the theatre to a sacred concert, adding that every seat was taken, and they could not disappoint so many people who had gathered from all over the country to pay honour to the President.
It would have seemed churlish to decline this. So the Duke left looking almost cheerful and my husband asked the reporters to send the news home that Aida had been given up and instead there would be a concert of sacred music. Off they rushed to send their cables, and we had a few moments' rest before going to the dinner preceding the "concert".